INTRODUCTION
Today, knowledge and information are at the very heart of economic activity and wealth creation. Understanding the knowledge-based economy is therefore of central importance to economic strategy. Geographical networks or clusters are major sources of competitiveness in a country or region. They are seen as instruments of knowledge development and innovation (O'Callaghan & Andreu, 2006) and thus as invaluable elements of an economic strategy. Consequently, it is of utter importance to identify future functioning models, economic structures, and critical success factors of network organizations. How can IT strategies, architectures, and services, together with organizational change and governmental support, create possibilities for more complex forms of collaboration and partnerships in developing regions?
The concept of organizational networks has been the subject of IT for development over a number of years as information technology infrastructures enable people in disparate regions to share resources. But more extensive and thorough research is needed, examining networks at different levels (micro, meso, and macro) from different perspectives (e.g., government policy or management). Hence the reason for launching this special issue.
THE MICRO LEVEL
There is a consensus among scholars and policymakers that the adequate use of information and communication technology (ICT) increases the competitiveness of employees and strengthens the position of companies in the global economy. Companies that launch ICT in a proper way perform significantly better than their competitors in the field of cost control and profit. A high level of computerization is perceived as a crucial factor to enhance the efficiency of employees and thus to remain competitive. Moreover, adequate use of ICT resources impacts a firm's knowledge absorption capacities and the nature of the firm's knowledge flows, creating conditions that enable the company to maximize its capabilities.
Because the potential of a cluster depends on the capabilities of the constituent firms, the capabilities of a cluster are directly impacted by measures taken to enhance the use of ICT within an individual firm. More generally stated, a firm's efforts to optimize knowledge and innovation capabilities contribute to the strength of the cluster in which it participates (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Storper, 2000) . On the other hand, the position of the company in the network or cluster and its capabilities to benefit from it are directly related to the ability to absorb knowledge and to innovate. Hence, the performance of the cluster or network and the performance of the constituent companies are highly intertwined, making research at the level of each individual firm feasible and necessary to understand the dynamics of clusters.
The research of Beulen is an example of research at the micro level. The efforts to recruit and retain a sufficient number of highly educated knowledge workers in developing regions are described. ICT is used as an enabler to create a worldwide network among the different regional offices of a multinational.
THE MESO LEVEL
The research into the processes and network dynamics within different sectors (such as the automobile industry, aerospace industry, and electronics and software industry) demonstrates that economic structures evolve from a highly structured and relatively stable market, with a number of companies that dominate the supply chain, toward a cluster of cooperating companies. The processes become more and more fragmented while the network of cooperating companies becomes more volatile and fuzzy. The instability increases, forcing companies to abandon their traditional way of cooperating, though at the same time enabling the creation of new and exciting organizational forms and manners of cooperation, creating substantial possibilities for developing regions.
The volatility within modern networks imposes additional strains on company structures. Even more than is the case in stable environments, good management of the cooperation, communication, and exchange of knowledge is essential (Schoo, 1999; Schreurs, Moreau, & Picart, 2003) . Hence, the information, financial, and engineering flows between the members of a network need to be as flexible and smooth as possible. Active management of these flows should be pursued, enabling a more thorough integration of common processes, which might lead to closer cooperation, a higher level of trust, better communication, exchange of knowledge, better goal congruency, reduction of stock, and so on (Cooper, Lambert, & Pagh, 1997; Mason Jones, Naim, & Towill, 1997; Skott-Larsen, 1999) .
Furthermore, the notion that the supply chain and its supporting IT chain are closely intertwined gains more and more support in the supply chain literature (Kleijnen & Smits, 2003) . It becomes obvious that supply chain management cannot be conducted without knowing and understanding the IT that supports it. Therefore, the need to research the role of IT in supply chains is emphasized in many research agenda (Kauffman & Walden, 2001; Kleijnen & Smits, 2003; Lambert, Cooper, & Pagh, 1998) .
Caution is needed, however. Too often, research builds blindly upon the premise that was applied in the early supply chain management literature, that is: "the more integration-the better the management of the chain." Yet, high levels of integration might also lead to a form of rigidity. It becomes more difficult to adjust to changing markets. Changing partnerships and extending or decreasing the supply chain become increasingly difficult.
The aim of network research at the meso level is to get a more profound insight into the ways in which the different companies currently collaborate within a network. Special attention is given to elements such as the level and techniques of knowledge sharing (both single-and double-learning loops; Kim, 1994) , the efficiency and effectiveness of the information flow, and the level of trust and cooperation.
The research of Cloete and Doens and that of Muhren, Van Den Eede, and Van de Walle are both situated at the meso level. Cloete and Doens focus on a specific sector, whereas Muhren et al. examine networks within international organizations.
THE MACRO LEVEL
The research at the macro level is aimed at discovering the impact of clusters on the economic environment on the one hand and developing ways to enhance the creation and growth of clusters on the other hand. Researchers try to establish the innovative power of a cluster and the effect it has on employment and turnover both within and outside the sector or region.
In recent years researchers and policy makers have developed and refined theories and practical insights into the knowledge-based economy and economic growth. Some scholars stress the importance of spatial structures in economic development. Knowledge-driven, technological progress tends to be geographically localized (Audretsch & Feldman, 1996; Porter & Stern, 2001) . There is considerable evidence that technology is slow to diffuse from the faster growing, more technologically advanced regions. Technology spillovers tend to be localized and generate geographically concentrated growth (Martin & Sunley, 1998) . Knowledge-driven economic growth often is geographically concentrated in larger spatial agglomerations, with accumulations of skilled labor, local knowledge spillovers, specialized suppliers and services, and locally embedded support structures (Gardiner, Martin, & Tyler, 2004) . Several other approaches to examine clusters are explored. Some researchers view clusters as "complex systems" and focus on the emerging order in what would otherwise be a very disorderly system (Holland, 1998) , whereas others see clusters as networks of relationships between individuals rather than networks of firms (Nohria & Eccles, 1992) .
Spillover theory suggests that knowledge creation within private firms and clusters generates widespread benefits enjoyed by other companies, industrial sectors, and society at large. Spillovers flow through a number of distinct channels: market, knowledge, network (Jaffe, 1996) . Forecasts based on econometric models provide some limited indication of future trends. Any attempt to predict-in detail-the spillover effects of knowledge creation is to some extent speculative. Economic forecasting models often lack the breakdown in detailed terms that would allow the future of the sector knowledge as such to be suggested in detail. Bottom-up approaches based on qualitative scenarios contribute to a better understanding of the broad economic effects of cluster-oriented initiatives.
Despite the problems concerning the predictability of economic growth and spillovers, the fact that knowledge-driven clusters and geographical networks do influence economic growth seems to be obvious. Networking has proliferated to such an extent that one of the most salient characteristics of the modern corporation is the fact that it is embedded in a network of alliances. Future economic growth depends-to some extent-on the development of these network structures and alliance capabilities. The embeddedness in networks changes the relationship between companies and will therefore affect the way in which they compete with each other as well (De Man, 2004) .
Kauffman and Kumar investigate government efforts made to cluster ICT activities and examine the impact of these clusters, and Milis elaborates on the impact of government policies to enhance ICT use and clustering within SMEs. Both are examples of research at the macro level.
CONCLUSIONS
There is little doubt that the existence of clusters enhances the economic strength and capabilities of a region. Clusters are motors of economic progress and as such are important instruments for the development of regions.
The volatility of modern economic markets, the trend toward more fragmented processes, and the evolution toward more fuzzy and volatile networks, combined with the fast enhancing capabilities of ICT, enabling diverse forms of outsourcing, create an important window of opportunity for developing regions, where regional clusters and networks are developing at high speed.
Unfortunately, however, the knowledge regarding the creation and the enhancement of clusters is limited. Moreover, we are only starting to understand the dynamics and impact of clusters. In view of the importance and the possible impact of clusters, we call upon the research community to explore this subject further, with special attention directed toward developing regions.
